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"HAIL COLUMBIA" AND ITS FIRST PUBLICATION. 

A Critical Inquiry. 

BY CHARLES HENRY HART. 

There has been issued recently, by the Library of Con 

gress, a volume entitled Report on " The Star Spangled 

Banner," 
" Hail Columbia," "America," 

" Yankee Doodle," 

by the Chief of the Department of Music, Oscar C. T. 

Son neck, thirty pages of which are devoted to a history of 
" Hail Columbia "and its first publication, but more espe 

cially to its tune or music, that being a more uncertain 

question. 
On page 46 we read 
" As might be expected the words of 6 Hail Columbia,' 

together with the music of the President's March, were 

published shortly after the first public performance of the 

song. In fact only two days had elapsed when Benjamin 
Carr inserted the following advertisment. [*] 

On Monday Afternoon will be published at Carr's Musical Reposi 

tory, the very favourite New Federal Song, Written to the tune of the 

President's March, by J. Hopkinson, Esq. And sung by Mr Fox, at 

the New Theatre with great applause, ornamented with a very elegant 
Portrait of the President [seil. John Adams]. 

" No copy of this original edition of 
k Hail Columbia 

' 
has 

come to light. If Carr published it at all with Adams' por 

trait, he probably, according to his custom, added his 

imprint. This leads me to now believe, contrary to my 
remarks on former occasions, that the edition which is in 

Mr. Louis C. Elson's possession and which he reproduces in 

facsimile in his books ' The National Music of America' 

(1900) and ' 
History of American Music ' 

(1904) is not 
identical with Carr's original edition, but of a trifle later 

* 
Porcupine's Gazette for Friday, April 27, 1798. 
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date. Mr. Elson's unique copy shows the American eagle 
instead of Adams' portrait and it bears no imprint." 

The italics, in the above quotation, are mine. 

As is generally known this song was written by Joseph 

Hopkinson, to be sung by Gilbert Pox at his benefit, at the 

new Chestnut Street theatre, Philadelphia, on April 25,1798, 
but it may not be so generally known that at first it was not 

called by its present familiar title of " Hail Columbia," but, 
as in the advertisement of Carr, a " New Federal Song, 

Written to the tune of the President's March." However, 

according to Mr. Sonneck (p. 45) it was not much more 

than a week, after its first rendition, that it was announced 

in New York as " Hail Columbia," by which title it has 

ever since been known. 

It will be observed that Mr. Sonneck assumes, perhaps 
not unnaturally, that the " 

very elegant Portrait of the 

President," which Carr announces, in his advertisement, 
will ornament the song, is a portrait of the then President? 
" 

[seil. John Adams]." It is my purpose to show in this 

he is mistaken ; that " the President," whose portrait was 

to ornament the music, was Washington, the same President 

for whose march the words were written. This would be 

such a minor matter as not to be worthy of discussion, were 

it not that it leads, I think without doubt, to determining 
the original edition of the song and music, which Mr. Son 

neck has been unable to find. 

Mr. Sonneck occupies the major part of his thirty pages on 
" Hail Columbia," with an interesting inquiry into the com 

poser of the music of the President's March and finds, 
almost conclusively, that it was the work of one Philip 
Phile, a musician of Philadelphia (p. 69). When it was 

composed is not fixed except approximately, circa 1793; but 

there is no question but that the President's March was 

Washington's march. 

In the important Baker Collection of Washingtoniana 

belonging to the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, is a 

double leaf of sheet-music, with the title-heading here repro 
duced in facsimile. Following this is the score, the same as 
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in the facsimile in Elson's National Music of America, pp. 

166-167, commented on by Sonneck, p. 46.* The portrait is 

of Washington, after the profile by Joseph Wright. What 

is of curious note, in relation to the portrait on the copy 
under consideration, is, that it is not engraved on the plate 

with the music and printed with it, but is a separate print, 

pasted down or mounted in its place, at the top of the music, 
where Elson's copy has an eagle. The Elson copy is also 

without the words " Behold the Chief who now commands," 
which would hardly have applied to the eagle. It is also the 

only impression of this particular print that I have seen in 

all the enormous number of Washington portraits that I 

have examined, which is a crude etching, not impossibly by 
the singer of the song, Gilbert Fox, who was an engraver 
before he became an actor, but owing to its mutilated condi 

tion could not be described in my Catalogue of the Engraved 
Portraits of Washington, though it is noted in the Proem, 

p. xii. Further I have seen three other copies of this piece 
of music, each with a distinctly different portrait of Wash 

ington, all of them of the Stuart type, mounted for a head 

piece above the inscription, "Behold the Chief who now 

Commands." Here then is cumulative contemporary proof, 
of the highest order, that Washington was the President whose 
" 

very elegant portrait 
" 

Carr advertised would ornament the 

New Federal Song and effectually disposes of Sonneck's 

claim that it was John Adams. It also settles, taken in con 

nection with the opening lines of the last verse of the song, 

' ' 
Behold the Chief, who now Commands 

Once more to serve his Country stands 
' ' 

that " the Chief who now commands" was Washington, who 
" Once more to serve his Country stands" and not Adams as 

contendedf to whom these words could have no application, 
Adams never having commanded as Chief. 

* Mr. Sonneck has not transcribed the title of the Elson copy with 

bibliographical exactness as it is identical with our facsimile, 

f Elson's National Music of America, p. 162. 
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It must be recalled that 1798, when this song was writ 

ten, was the time of our promised troubles with France? 

sometimes called " the quasi French war," which called 

Washington forth from his retirement to take command 
" once more" of all the forces raised or to be raised, and 

that this song was a song of the occasion. Indeed it was 

the very reason for the song being written and sung. This 

is shown by the words 

( ? 
Immortal Patriots rise once more 

Defend your rights, defend your shores 
' ' 

as well as by all the accounts that have been preserved of the 

song, as published at the time it was given to the public, and 

also by Judge Hopkinson's letter to Griswold* giving a his 

tory of the writing of " Hail Columbia." He writes, 
" Hail 

Columbia was written in the summer of 1798 when war with 

France was thought to be inevitable.. Congress was then 

in session, in Philadelphia, debating upon that important 

subject and acts of hostility had actually taken place." 
It is clear therefore, from what we have shown, that Wash 

ington is the President referred to in Carr's advertisement 

and that this sheet of music, in the Baker Collection of the 

Historical Society of Pennsylvania, with Washington's por 
trait upon it, is, with but as little doubt, the original first edition 

of" Hail Columbia," and confirms the views of Mr. Sonneck, 

though not for his reasons, that the Elson copy is " of a 

trifle later date," or, more correctly, is a later impression 
from the original plate. This is shown by the erasing of the 

words " Behold the Chief," etc., and introducing the eagle in 

place of the portrait, which Mr. Elson informs me is en 

graved upon the plate and not mounted, as are the portraits 
of Washington I have seen upon the four different copies of 

this impression of " Hail Columbia" that have come under 

my notice. I am glad to add, although this is not a book 

review, that Mr. Sonneck's work is a distinctly valuable con 

tribution to the literature of an important subject. 

* 
Sonneck, p. 43. 
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